In June, the FAO reported that world hunger will reach a historic high this year, with over one billion people projected to go hungry every day (1) . Here is what Margaret Chan, Director-General of WHO, had to say in July (2) : 'We are in a mess. The financial crisis hit the world like a sudden jolt, and it hit the world where it hurts the most: money.
[y] All countries, rich and poor, north and south, are affected. But this is a crisis that will hurt the poor the hardest and the longesty. Globalization has not turned out to be the rising tide that lifts all boats. Instead, wealth has been created and spread in waves that lift the bigger boats but swamp or sink many smaller ones'.
This month we continue last month's theme. Food insecurity is often perceived as a public health crisis principally for impoverished rural communities in lowincome countries. This is a misperception. The crisis is most acute in Africa and Asia, but the urban poor are just as vulnerable, and food insecurity is an issue within and around cities all over the world.
The crisis in cities
A report by UN-HABITAT projects that two billion people will be urban slum-dwellers by the year 2030. People who live in slums, shanty towns, favelas, camps and on streets are especially hard hit by the current economic crisis (3) . For many impoverished urban families already living on the margin, the crisis means destitution and even starvation. City dwellers, whatever their available income, almost always rely on markets for food, including basic staples, which are usually transported long distances, often from other parts of the world, rather than being grown locally (4, 5) . In 2008, steep food price increases caused riots in over thirty countries throughout Africa, South Asia and elsewhere (6) (7) (8) . Higher-income countries are also vulnerable. In the USA, the non-profit organisation Feeding America stated that all 160 of the food banks it surveyed have reported an increase in demand for food assistance (9) .
Low incomes, expensive food
Two characteristics of food insecurity in cities distinguish it from food insecurity in rural areas. First, while rural communities may still depend on subsistence farming with all its fragilities, food insecurity in cities is usually due not to lack of available food but to inadequate purchasing power (5) . The current global recession has reduced the employment opportunities and income of the urban poor (10, 11) . In the meantime, other economic forces have decreased food affordability. In the world food price crisis of 2008, the combination of a spike in commodity prices, emerging economies' increased demand for food and the use of food resources to make biofuels, among other factors, led to steep price increases. The riots that resulted are easily explained. In the words of Arif Husain, a senior food security analyst at the World Food Programme: '[I]f you're hungry, you get angry quicker' (6) .
The issue of quality
Second, whereas food insecurity has usually meant shortage of dietary energy, in cities all over the world it has now become as much about quality (malnutrition) as it is about quantity (undernutrition) (10) . Vast populations of food-insecure city dwellers worldwide are now vulnerable to obesity, diabetes and other chronic conditions. Again, in the words of Margaret Chan: 'Global trends, such as the industrialization of food production and the globalization of its marketing and distribution, help feed the world. But these trends have also contributed to a public health crisis. yWhen money is tight, the first things that drop out of the diet are usually the healthy foods, like fruits, vegetables, and lean sources of protein, which are nearly always more expensive. Processed foods, rich in fats and sugar and low in essential nutrients, become the cheapest way to fill a hungry stomach. This is the type of diet linked to the rise of chronic diseases' (2) . In cities, many of the most available and affordable foods are high-calorie junk. Nutrient-dense foods sold in shops such as fresh vegetables, fruits and fish are too expensive to be part of regular diets (10, 12) . Making matters worse is that high-calorie junk -engineered by big manufacturers to encourage overeating (13) and marketed as a defining and indispensable part of the good 'lifestyle' -may seem more desirable than nutrient-dense foods (14) .
The big picture
The first thing we as public health nutrition professionals can do, is to recognise and act on the fact that we are just as much a part of the public health community as we are of the nutrition community, with all this implies (15) . Dietary recommendations by themselves do not address social and economic inequities; there is little point in advising that families consume more fresh perishable foods when their livelihoods depend on growing crops for export, when they have no money, or when they know that fresh foods are unsafe to eat.
It stands to reason that strategies to address urban food insecurity should improve the urban poor's purchasing power, and increase the availability and affordability of nutritious foods. All schoolchildren -and their parents too -should also receive a basic education on their own vulnerability to marketing strategies of the food industry.
In its Comprehensive Framework for Action, the UN High Level Task Force on the Global Food Security Crisis urges more local food production, and sustainable urbanisation (4) . These certainly are big steps in the right direction. But along with this is an immediate need for political will, so that governments make sure such steps are taken. Such political will depends on our understanding the root causes of the food global food insecurity crisis and our commitment to take action, as professionals and as citizens.
